CHAPTER XIV

Rehearsing for Charleston

THE Congress assembling in December, 1859, was in reality as much
a presidential nominating convention as it was a legislative body.
The Democratic party was in a difficult position and was desperately
hoping that some advantage might be snatched from the deliberations
to make the prospects of success in 1860 a little brighter.
The signs at the opening were forbidding because no party had con-
trol of the House. Twice before, in 1849 and 1855, such a situation had
produced a long deadlock over the election of a Speaker and an extended
period of legislative chaos. The uncertainty and confusion in the party
situation had been increased by the John Brown Raid. This foray pre-
sented an arsenal of weapons which would be seized eagerly by the
various candidates and factions. The pronunciamentos of the New
Yorf( Herald were but forewarnings of what was to come. The raid
was going to play its part in the struggle for the Speakership.
Much depended upon the Speaker, for in those days he appointed
the committees. Their control was deemed particularly important in
this Congress because they might be used to affect the presidential
contest. Three questions would involve committee study and action,
from a distinctly political angle. The Republicans would continue to
look for fraud in Democratic administration. They hoped, by securing
the right committees, to blow the lid off the printing racket and expose
the patronage practices of their opponents; they had already shown up
the Navy abuses in the preceding Congress. Then there was the struggle
for a protective tariff, which was bound to be renewed; a sympathetic
ways and means committee could do much for the Republicans,
^ Most significant of all was the question of contested seats, for they
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